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Introduction

At the end of the Cold War, the advent of globalization catapulted domestic crime across
national boundaries into the transnational domain. Transnational crime has since mutated into a
complex matrix of criminal activities.1 Narcotics trafficking, money laundering, and illegal
migration are integral components of extensive criminal networks that undermine the democratic
stability, economic development and social well being of nations.2 National and international
response to non-traditional threats are further complicated by a myriad of security issues
territorial disputes, economic decline, and natural and man made disasters that limit available
resources.

Today, the narcotics trade is not only a multi-billion dollar industry, but it is also the center of
gravity for many of the ills associated with trans-national crime.3 In the western hemisphere,
trade routes for narcotics trafficking vacillate between the transit zones of Central America and
the Caribbean.4 Known as the the third border of the United States, the tiny islands of the
Caribbean lie between the world’s leading producer, and the world’s leading consumer of cocaine
and marijuana South America and the United States, respectively.5 Former U.S. Drug Czar,
General Barry McCaffrey, described the ghastly effects of the narcotics trade as a “shared agony
throughout this hemisphere.”6

The geographic outlay of the Caribbean region adds to the complexities of counter-drug
measures within the region. These tropical islands are in proximity to major sea lines of
communication - the Panama Canal and Caribbean Sea areas. They extend from the Trinidad and
Tobago Islands in the south (near the northern Venezuelan coastline) to the Bahama Islands in the
north (approximately fifty miles off the U.S. east coast). The proximity of the Caribbean chain of
islands to the major sea lines of communication, and its vast coastlines and territorial seas make
this region a natural transit route for narcotics trafficking into the United States and Europe. 

In recent years, limited resources of Caribbean governments have compelled them to join the
United States in a cooperative posture toward combating drug trafficking.7 Although cooperative
security has given way to a host of bilateral and multilateral frameworks, peripheral measures
such as joint training and asset acquisition will remain ineffective unless comprehensively
reinforced by political will, economic viability, and social stability at the national, multilateral and
multinational levels.8

These strategic factors political will, economic viability and social stability are major
components of national power. Consequently, they must be consistently harnessed and fed into
the cooperative equation, if efforts to safeguard the region against narcotics trafficking, and other
elements of trans-national crime are to be effective.9
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Political Will

National sovereignty, regional cooperation, and institutional integrity are vital subsets of
political will. Issues regarding them require decisive resolution by government officials and
policy makers to strengthen the process of cooperative security between nations. 

The political, economic and social crises posed by drug smuggling require both U.S. and
Caribbean policy makers to develop means of alleviating understandable fears concerning loss of
sovereignty. In the past, interdiction efforts made by the U.S. were conducted within Caribbean
territories without regard for the sovereignty and independent legal systems of those countries.10

This unilateral approach generated much skepticism among Caribbean nations.11 Upon
introduction by the U.S., Caribbean nations interpreted the concept of collective security as an
American ploy to undermine their sovereignty.12 The ensuing political fallout created a
collaborative stalemate between the U.S. and its Caribbean neighbors.

In addition to this, U.S.-led sanctions against Cuba following the overthrow of its government
in 1959 by communist insurgents under Fidel Castro resulted in Cuba’s isolation from regional
affairs. Hence, a vital piece of the cooperative puzzle was missing from the Caribbean security
framework.

Now that the Cold War is over, the United States no longer has a distinct security strategy for
the region and sanctions against Cuba remain in effect.13 The resultant absence of nationally and
regionally coordinated strategies between local public agencies as well as national governments
have stifled cooperative engagement. A classic example was evidenced in attempts made by the
Office of National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP) to better coordinate agency activities within the
United States. The ONDCP’s endeavours to unite U.S. law enforcement services were resisted by
respective agencies resulting in continued deficiencies and ineffectiveness in counter-drug
measures.14 A similar occurrence was noted at the regional level during U.S. Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright’s visit with Caribbean foreign ministers in 1998. At the meeting, the Secretary
of State was greeted at the negotiating table by Caribbean leaders, whose individual agendas were
focused on national rather than regional interests.15 Consequently, efforts to cement regional
security ties were diluted by independent thinking.16

Lack of regional collaboration is not solely responsible for the slow tempo experienced in the
process of cooperative security. During the Cold War period, the United States had unilaterally
fixed its economic and military sights on countering communist threats within the region. This
concentration opened a window of opportunity for Caribbean nations, governments and local
elites, to furtively nurture narcotics trafficking. Over the years, national dependence on profits
gained from this trade had induced a display of administrative and technical lethargy toward
crime prevention by local government agencies. This institutional complacency encouraged the
growth of the narcotics business and simultaneously inhibited law enforcement counter measure.
The 1997 United Nations Drug Control Program report described the result: “ . . . the anti-narcotic
spirit – the political will against drug lords – is undoubtedly strong while the anti-narcotic flesh
– the implementation of those policies – remains weak and fragmented.”17

Without the indispensable instrument of political will to resolve intrinsic sovereignty issues,
develop regional cooperation, and overcome dependencies on artificial economies, perpetrators
of trans-national crime will continue to thrive.

Economic Viability

Current global conditions demand that economic viability be granted priority status in
resolving problems associated with trans-national crime within the broader context of cooperative

The DISAM Journal, Fall 2002/Winter 200381



security.18 This concept of fostering economic viability abroad was viewed by Captain W. B.
Woodson as one of America’s promising instruments of national policy.19 To this end, the
implementation of a regional plan that incorporates long term sustainable development is
essential for cooperative success throughout the region.

The United States displayed substantial economic interest in the region with the establishment
of the Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI) during the latter half of the Cold War. The U.S. import
tariffs for Caribbean goods manufactured under this initiative were reduced, and an equal source
of revenue was generated for both the Caribbean and the United States. Since 1984, however, the
trade gap has widened to $19 billion in favor of the United States.20

Today, the U.S. stands as a regional hegemon in the wake of the Cold War. Nevertheless, U.S.
aid to the region has fallen from $237 million in 1985 to $23 million in 2000. The recent terrorist
crisis in the United States has pressured Caribbean nations to seek international funding to
counter future terrorist attacks, compensate for shortfalls from tourism, and implement measures
against money laundering while combating the illegal drug trade.21 Current economic conditions
are expected to worsen as the tidal wave of globalization approaches. Caribbean nations
dependent upon revenues derived from import duties and economic benefits under CBI are
currently seeking alternative economic solutions before the Free Trade Agreement of the
Americas(FTAA) takes effect in 2005.22

Declining economies have also made it increasingly difficult for Caribbean governments to
make meaningful contributions toward cooperative strategy efforts against a growing narcotics
industry.23 Additionally, the political and economic crisis in Haiti currently threatens the stability
of the region with vast illegal migration flows.24 The rise in unemployment throughout the region
has also heightened prospects for the propagation of the Colombian effect, the luring of many into
seeking employment in the drug trade as an alternative source of income.25 Even worse, this lack
of economic viability may very well trigger a new wave of problems in migration, domestic
security and politics.26 Understandably, the United States goal of achieving cooperative security
without a regional economic agenda had left many at the 1997 U.S. and Caribbean Summit
disappointed.27

Social Stability

Professional integrity remains a cornerstone of social stability. The chief obstacle to this
strategic factor, however, is corruption. Although significant contributions have been made by
non-governmental and charitable organizations toward the establishment of stable drug-free
societies, governments play a fundamental role in maintaining professional integrity among local
agencies within the cooperative framework. The existence or perception of corruption is a critical
weakness within the cooperative environment and can do much harm in destabilizing developing
societies. 

The Bahamas, for example, became known as a nation for sale at the peak of the drug
trafficking era during the 1980s.28 Charges of corruption stemming from the narcotics trade had
far reaching implications within the political and private sectors of the Bahamian society. A
national inquiry was held to investigate the illegal use of the Bahamas as a transit region for illicit
drugs into the U.S. Widespread corruption was brought to light during the course of the inquiry.29

In its wake, government officials were compelled to resign from office, the country’s reputation
was tarnished, and public trust and support for law enforcement institutions were severely
diminished.

Like the Bahamas, other nations within the Caribbean have suffered similar experiences
stemming from the scourge of corruption. A case in point was the ousting of the prime minister
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of St. Kitts and Nevis.30 Even worse, the former Minister of National Security in Trinidad and
Tobago was assassinated for allegedly speaking out against corruption.31

A core problem experienced in uprooting corruption is the compulsive drive of many within
poorer societies to acquire material wealth through corrupt practices encouraged by the narcotics
trade. Left unchecked, the attitude of “administrative and technical lethargy” eventually seeps
into the domain of counter-drug operations, where it undermines professional integrity and
inhibits law enforcement efforts.32

Although governments of Caribbean nations are taking major steps to enforce money
laundering laws within private institutions, the legislative basis to bring public officials to justice
for corruption remains inadequate.33 The cries of the RJR Communications Group’s chairman,
J. Lester Spaulding, for a comprehensive anti-corruption driven within government agencies in
Jamaica echo the concerns of citizens throughout the Caribbean.34 

Corruption is inadvertently encouraged by a lack of technical ability to bring those engaged
in this social ill to justice. The presence of corruption, real or imagined, within government
institutions, therefore, erodes the integrity of government institutions, deters public assistance in
providing vital information and moral support for cooperative initiatives, and threatens the
stability of democratic societies.

Operation Bahamas Turks and Caicos (OPBAT)

Operation Bahamas, Turks and Caicos (OPBAT) is a contemporary model of cooperative
security within the Caribbean region that demonstrates the positive impact of strategic factors
when fused into a cooperative framework. This longstanding multilateral counter-drug operation
between the United States, the Bahamas and the Turks and Caicos Islands (a British Colony)
focuses on narcotics interdiction, and is headquartered in the Bahamas. OPBAT was described by
former U.S. Ambassador to the Bahamas Arthur Schechter, as one of the finest and largest
examples of cooperative efforts overseas by any country in the counter-narcotics area.35 The
constant infusion and interplay of strategic elements of political will, economic viability and
social stability by OPBAT policy makers and operational planners into this cooperative process
have been instrumental in resolving inherent complexities.

The signing of the U.S.-Bahamas Ship-riders Agreement in 1996, was a fundamental step
toward overcoming issues of sovereignty, cooperation and integrity.36 Enacting this agreement
has enabled the U.S., The Bahamas, and The Turks and Caicos Islands to conduct joint
interdiction efforts within territorial waters where traffickers often seek refuge. The netting of
approximately 100,000 pounds of marijuana, 45,000 pounds of cocaine, and 500 arrests by OPAT
counter-drug operations from 1998 to 2002 highlights the importance of the ship-rider
agreement.37

Economically, the U.S. government primarily funds OPBAT operations. The annual cost of
running this operation is approximately U.S. $30 million.38Although financially constrained, the
Bahamas government has committed approximately 14 percent of its annual budget to counter-
narcotics efforts.39 The Bahamas government also continues to make available both personnel
and land resources (for use as operational centers), along with coordinated assistance of local
maritime assets. Consequently, long term investments made by the U.S. and Bahamas
governments in this cooperative venture have sustained OPBAT’s operational effectiveness
throughout its twenty-year history.

Over the years, local forces and agencies have experienced intermittent incidents of
corruption that inevitably create barriers of distrust, and consequently limit prospects for
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trustworthy cooperation between participating agencies.40 The Royal Bahamas Police Force’s
recently established “Policy for the Prevention, Detection and Treatment of Corruption,
Dishonesty and Unethical Behavior” within the police force has had favorable results. The
continued efforts of this lead agency in local OPBAT operations against corruption within its
service will undoubtedly strengthen relationships among OPBAT participants.41

As a contemporary model of cooperative success, OPBAT’s framework can be used to
establish strategic networks of similar operations throughout the wider Caribbean. Operations
between the U.S., Haiti and the Dominican Republic or between the U.S., Puerto Rico and the
U.S. Virgin Islands are a few examples where the OPBAT model could be utilized. The adoption
of this framework, would conveniently subdivide the region into smaller, more manageable areas
of operations. Success against narcotics trafficking and other elements of transnational crime
could then be maximized through a cohesive unity of effort within each overlapping zone.42

In retrospect, OPBAT’s effectiveness has been directly proportional to the interplay of
strategic elements vitally important to its overall success. Today, OPBAT stands as a beacon of
hope where other cooperative entities have been dashed across the rocks of time.43 This regional
model is, therefore, one that should be carefully studied, systematically developed and
incrementally exported to enhance overall success of regional endeavors against the narcotics
trade.

The Way Ahead

In view of intrinsic difficulties associated with narcotics trafficking and the limitations of
regional governments to solve them, cooperative security offers a positive alternative for the way
ahead. Enhancing its effectiveness, however, requires the formation of strong relationships
between the U.S., Caribbean states, and regional governmental and non-governmental bodies
through the infusion of political will, economic viability and social stability.44

In addressing components of political will, sovereignty, cooperation, and institutional
integrity it is important for regional partners to individually adopt bilateral and multilateral
agreements tailored to deal with specific threats to regional security on an incremental basis
similar to that of OPBAT. The implementation of these agreements would form the core from
which a network of other relationships could evolve to eventually span the region. To include
Cuba in this cooperative process would inevitably “improve U.S.-Cuban relations” a desire
expressed by former President Jimmy Carter during his recent visit with Cuban President Fidel
Castro.45

Economically, the development of a cooperative strategy that promotes long-term sustainable
development based on economic parity among regional partners is valuable to U.S. national
interests.46 In designing this regional economic strategy, however, consideration must be given
to improving service-based economies of Caribbean partners in the areas of tourism and
banking.47 Initiatives by the United States to promote economic viability throughout the
Caribbean will create an environment of mutual benefit as well as regional support for America’s
national interest.48 Stronger economies will enable Caribbean nations to make greater
contributions toward cooperative measures like OPBAT, establish higher standards of living and
reduce the temptation to engage in trans-national crime.

Regional partners acknowledged the problem of corruption within the Caribbean at the
Caribbean-United States Summit in 1997. A drafting of model legislation for enactment by
individual nations was subsequently proposed.49 This proposal also included the provision of
technical assistance and training by the United States for Caribbean law enforcement personnel
to combat corruption. The promotion of professional integrity within government agencies along
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the lines of proposed legislation is vital for eliminating barriers of distrust and securing much
needed public support. 

The incremental growth of cooperative bonds between nations, the designing of a regional
security strategy with economic parity, and the implementation of legal processes to eliminate
corruption are important measures that can augment cooperative endeavors against narcotics
trafficking.

Conclusion

Narcotics trafficking and other trans-national crimes are in essence a revolutionary war
against the traditional freedoms and values of America, the region and the free world. For
decades, the narcotics industry has gnawed at the foundations of society and now threatens
democracy, law and order, and social well being throughout the U.S. and the Caribbean.

Many within the region now realize that cooperative security is imperative for eradicating
narcotics trafficking and its associated ills. However, the infusion of political will, economic
viability and social stability is also necessary for the success of this collaborative approach.

The time is now for regional governments and their respective institutions to recommit
themselves to fostering cooperation, economic viability and professional integrity. This
cooperative venture will undoubtedly enhance the effectiveness of counter-drug measures and
promote stability throughout the region.
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